Some commentators have observed that today's Cabinet ministers are younger and less experienced than their predecessors. To test this claim, we analyse the data for Labour and Conservative appointments to Cabinet since 1945. Although we find some evidence of a decline in average age and prior experience, it is less pronounced than for the party leaders.
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In a recent article, Philip Cowley identified the rise of the novice political leader as a 'major development' in British politics. Noting the youth and parliamentary inexperience of David Cameron, Ed Miliband and Nick Clegg at the point at which they acquired the leadership of their parties, Cowley concluded that: 'the British now prefer their leaders younger than they used to [and] that this is evidence of some developing cult of youth in British politics', with the desire for younger candidates inevitably meaning that they are less experienced. Cowley dismissed the idea that this could be by 'chance' or a 'fluke', before identifying the difference between Cameron, Miliband and Clegg, and their post-war predecessors. Whereas the average age and parliamentary experience of post-war Conservative party leaders at the point when they acquired the party leadership was 54 years old and with 22 years' parliamentary experience, Cameron was 39 and had four years' parliamentary experience. For Labour leaders there was a similar pattern: Miliband was 41 with five years' parliamentary experience, whereas his post-war predecessors were on average 52 years old and had 19 years' parliamentary experience. The picture for the Liberal Democrats (and Liberals and SDP) was more complicated, but nonetheless a similar pattern could be identified. Clegg, at the age of 40 and with only two years in Parliament, differed from the post-war average of 49 years old and 16 years' parliamentary experience. 1 Cowley is not alone in identifying a trend towards youth and a reduced emphasis on parliamentary experience. In a recent study on leaders of the opposition, it was noted that there was a considerable decline in age and parliamentary experience since the early 1980s.
The willingness of former Prime Ministers to continue in office after electoral rejection had meant that between 1945 and 1983 the average age of leaders of the opposition, at the point of acquiring the position, was 58 years old, and their average parliamentary experience was 24 years. The reduced tolerance of electoral failure within parties has meant that leadership 3 changes have occurred more often since 1983, and the average age and parliamentary experience has fallen to 45 and 12 years respectively 2 In contrast, the impact of age and parliamentary experience on the selection of Cabinet ministers has not resulted in that much academic appraisal. Moreover, we can assume that if Cameron were to form a second administration, then there would be an influx of younger and less experienced Conservatives to the Cabinet. This is because of two clear trends that emerge from our data. First, it is clear that long periods in opposition will increase the averages when re-entering power -see, for example, Labour in 1964 and notably 1997, and the Conservatives in 2010. Second, it is also clear that age and parliamentary experience decrease over consecutive terms of office. Therefore, it can be argued that the novice leader argument does carry some validity when applied to Cabinet appointments, but that there are party differences and that the length of time that a party has been in power need to be factored in before we fully embrace the novice Cabinet minister thesis. In the next section, we move down the ministerial hierarchy to assess the extent to which junior ministers are becoming younger and less experienced on first appointment.
The Novice Junior Minister?
Putting the contemporary debate in a broader historical context, there is evidence to suggest that high-fliers in British politics have always started climbing the political and ministerial ladder relatively young. In the 19 th century, Gladstone argued that 'as a rule, it would be as rational to begin training for the ballet at forty-five or fifty, as for the real testing work of the In sum, junior ministers who reach the Cabinet are on average younger and less experienced than those who progress no further, and this pattern persists across the post-war period. However, there is no evidence of a broader trend towards youth, as junior ministers in the Thatcher/Major period were appointed at a slightly younger age than those in the Blair/Brown era. Furthermore, the average age of today's junior ministers on first appointment is in fact higher than it was in the 19 th century. We also find that contemporary Cabinet ministers are not necessarily less experienced than their predecessors, simply that the type of experience they have acquired may be different.
The 'Noviceness' Debate in Context
From the discussion so far, it is clear that whilst Cowley identifies a downward trend in the age and parliamentary experience of party leaders, this tendency is less pronounced for members of the Cabinet. It is even less evident for junior ministers, whose average age on appointment has varied relatively little throughout the post-war period. One possible interpretation of these findings is that public profile is correlated with 'noviceness'; that is, the more prominent the role, the younger and less experienced its incumbent is likely to be.
This in turn may be linked to the rise of the mass media, which has led to an intensification of political marketing and a greater focus on the party leaders -a phenomenon termed the 'personalisation' of politics. of the post-war era. However, the Brown ministry is an exception, and youth is not normally a major factor when making Cabinet appointments. This is partly due to political considerations such as the need to reward party stalwarts after a long spell in opposition, but it is also attributable to the fact that the role of the Cabinet minister is not 'personalised' to the same extent as the party leadership and does not carry the same symbolic weight.
Although still a focus of media attention, Cabinet ministers are not expected to embody the values of their party, to create a rapport with the electorate, or even to be particularly likeable. Instead, they are required to be effective in their role and to 'behave in a way that upholds the highest standards of propriety'; 15 their age and public image are therefore of secondary importance.
Junior ministers, meanwhile, have a lower public profile than their senior colleagues.
There are some notable exceptions, such as Frank Field and Grant Shapps, but media engagement is generally a minor part of the job. 16 After all, dozens of junior ministers cannot provide a focal point for public attention equivalent to that of the prime minister, given that they would soon generate mixed messages and thus damage party unity. In consequence, it is unsurprising that junior ministers have remained almost untouched by the growing personalisation of politics. With this in mind, it is worth noting that the average age on appointment to a junior ministerial post has varied little across the post-war period. While it is true that younger junior ministers are more likely to reach Cabinet than their older counterparts, this is part of a long-established pattern rather than a response to a changed political environment. Thus, there is no discernible trend towards the 'novice junior minister' in contemporary British politics.
Conclusion
In this paper we have assessed the extent to which the average age and parliamentary experience of new Cabinet ministers has declined over the post-war period. Although we find some evidence to support this, particularly in relation to the most recent Labour governments, we need to take into account other factors before we can fully accept the novice Cabinet minister thesis. We also find that the trend towards 'noviceness' is considerably less 15 pronounced among Cabinet ministers than it is for party leaders. This, we argue, is due to the growing personalisation of politics, which has meant that 'prime ministers are increasingly monitored and assessed according to criteria that are quite different to those experienced by senior colleagues.' politics at the age of 40, 47 and 38 respectively. 19 Our analysis challenges this argument by showing that the Brown ministry was an exception and that there is in fact no significant downward trend in the age and experience of Cabinet ministers since 1945. It may be the case that the intense focus on novice party leaders has shone a spotlight on the select group of younger Cabinet ministers, leaving the older majority in the shadows. If so, the claim that we are witnessing the rise of the novice Cabinet minister is more a consequence of the personalisation of politics than evidence of an emerging 'cult of youth'.
